Using a thimble to drink from a fire hydrant: information anxiety and the third sector by Cain, Lara Anne
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Cain, Lara Anne (2003) Using a thimble to drink from a fire hydrant: infor-
mation anxiety and the third sector. [Working Paper]
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/49981/
c© Copyright 2003 Queensland University of Technology
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Using a thimble to drink  
from a fire hydrant:  
information anxiety and  
the third sector 
 
Working Paper No. CPNS 20 
 
Lara Cain  
 
 
 
 
 
Centre of Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies 
Queensland University of Technology 
Brisbane, Australia 
 
 
July 2003 
 
 
The Centre of Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies is a research unit at the Queensland University of 
Technology.  It seeks to promote research from many disciplines into the nonprofit sector. 
 
The Centre of Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies reproduces and distributes these working papers from 
authors who are affiliated with the Centre or who present papers at Centre seminars.  They are not edited 
or reviewed, and the views in them are those of their authors. 
 
A list of all the Centre’s publications and working papers are available from the address below: 
 
 
© Queensland University of Technology 2003 
Published by the Centre of Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies 
The Queensland University of Technology 
 
GPO Box 2434 
BRISBANE  QLD  4001 
Phone:  +61 7 3864 1020 
Fax:  +61 7 3864 9131 
Email:  cpns@qut.edu.au 
http://cpns.bus.qut.edu.au 
 
ISBN 1-74107-031-7 
ISSN 1447-1213 
Centre of Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies 1 Working Paper No. CPNS20 
     
Abstract 
 
In the last 10 years, the third sector has seen an eruption of texts, websites, 
discussion forums, conferences, new journals, new research centres and sector-
specific degrees. This growing abundance of information allows for hitherto 
impossible networking, collaboration and general awareness of what is happening in 
the sector. At the same time, however, like staff in many industries, nonprofit 
professionals can suffer from an increasingly common 21st century malaise known as 
‘information anxiety’.  It is worth examining the sector through the lens of Information 
Studies theory, to question what the information technology needs of nonprofits are 
and how their information management techniques may differ from those in the public 
and private sectors. There are implications of this both for those within the industry 
(in terms of governance, training and public relations) and those external to it (who 
may form relationships with nonprofits on the basis of access to information).  
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Introduction 
 
In the last 10 years, the third sector has seen an eruption of texts, websites, 
discussion forums, conferences, new journals, new research centres and sector-
specific degrees. This growing abundance of information allows for hitherto 
impossible networking, collaboration and general awareness of what is happening in 
the sector. At the same time, however, like staff in many industries, nonprofit 
professionals can suffer from an increasingly common 21st century malaise known as 
‘information anxiety’.  Overcoming this stressful condition requires careful 
consideration of ‘information/knowledge management tools’ – often involving 
expensive software updates or the hiring of external experts. For corporations, these 
expenses are written off as essentials, but for nonprofits, the push and pull of limited 
funding and stakeholder accountability may prevent such investments.  It is worth 
examining the sector through the lens of Information Studies theory, to question what 
the information technology needs of nonprofits are and how their information 
management techniques may differ from those in the public and private sectors. 
There are implications of this both for those within the industry (in terms of 
governance, training and public relations) and those external to it (who may form 
relationships with nonprofits on the basis of access to information).  
 
  
Technology and the third sector  
 
Lyons (2001) states that there are over 700,000 nonprofit organisations in Australia, 
varying greatly in size, mission and governance approach.  Australian nonprofits 
employ hundreds of thousands of people per year as paid staff or volunteers (ABS 
2002). Gradually, nonprofits are adopting and shaping corporate governance models 
to improve their practices, however scarce dollars and issues of public accountability 
put limits on marketing, administration or salary expenditure. Thus, nonprofits often 
do not spend the large amounts on technology seen by corporate and government 
enterprises as essential costs, though expert technologies are often as important to 
nonprofits as to any organisation.  Saidel and Cour (2003, p. 5) say that technology 
has ‘fundamentally changed work as we know it’, and this includes the work of 
nonprofits.  
 
Burt and Taylor (2003), for example, discuss Friends of the Earth in the UK, whose 
use of a website allowed them to expand their network of supporters and coordinate 
national campaigns between what used to be segmented local branches. They also 
look at the benefits to ‘helplines’ (specifically, in this case, The Samaritans) of the 
implementation of one number phone systems, where a universal number can be 
linked to many local call centres. The implications of computerised contact databases 
for fundraising and mail outs goes without saying. These are just some of the 
significant benefits of technology for the sector. However, a less frequently 
acknowledged side of this technological revolution is the question of how to navigate 
the sea of information now available about and created by nonprofits. There is also 
the issue of research practices for organisations who require up to date information 
on both governance and mission issues, which might span an extremely vast array of 
data types and subjects.  
 
Marketing, training, community networking and mission research can all now take 
place electronically. A newcomer to this environment, or those still establishing their 
information literacy skills, can easily become anxious about this new way of 
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interacting with, and informing, the sector.  Feelings of exclusion can be generated 
by a lack of IT training and the prohibitive costs of information technology. The 
overwhelming amount of available data might also mean researchers overlook truly 
useful items as they attempt to search through the thousands of sources now 
available. In Information Studies literature this problem has been called ‘information 
anxiety’. 
 
What is Information anxiety? 
 
The notion of the overwhelming ‘accumulation’ of data appears to be of major 
concern for human beings living in the technological age. The Economic Times 
(1998, online) says that  
 
Every morning hundreds of men [sic] go through crises in confidence as their 
cerebral levels are pushed to the brink trying to comprehend and absorb vast 
overloads of data and more data, much less information in many cases.  
 
The addition of a range of technological information sources to an already increasing 
amount of stimuli in our home, work and social lives is said to have created a 
potential cerebral overload. This phenomenon, known as ‘information anxiety’, is 
characterised by such a great influx of data in the late 20th and early 21st century, that 
the human mind has difficulty managing its use. Middleton (2002, p. 348) points out 
that information is never ‘exchanged’; if one passes it on, one still retains it, along 
with whatever new knowledge one accumulates. Nelson (2002) states that ‘our 
proficiency at generating information has exceeded our abilities to find, review and 
understand it’; that is, while answers to many of our questions are indeed ‘out there’, 
we are still establishing successful ways to manage and verify the information we 
retrieve.  At the same time, our brain must compute vast amounts of ‘unrequested’ 
data in our day to day activities.  
 
One study showed that our email intrays will increase by 40 times within the next few 
years (Hurst in Wurman 2001). Many workers who deal regularly with email are 
already practising ‘knowledge management techniques’, such as arranging folders 
and using virus or ‘spam’ busting filters. A 40 times increase in emails, however, 
would require far more sophisticated management or screening techniques, or would 
feasibly prohibit people from performing other tasks. And email is just one source of 
information with which we are faced daily.  
 
Alvin Toffler describes this overload anxiety as part of a broader state of ‘future 
shock’: the result of Western society having been ‘caught up in a fire storm of 
change’ (1970, p. 19).  If culture shock is what happens when an unprepared visitor 
is emerged in a strange culture, then future shock suggests we are ‘unprepared 
visitors’ in a world of rapid change and information influx. A weekday edition of the 
New York Times contains more information than the average person would have 
come across in a lifetime in 17th century England (Wurman 2001). A search on any 
key word on the internet will reveal thousands of responses. It is hard to know where 
to start, and often harder still to know where to finish searching.  In addition, each 
resource found will be of an entirely individual level of credibility. The nature of 
website creation allows immense freedom of publication, ensuring no real barrier to 
false claims or exhibiting of phoney qualifications, for example. Thus, the more 
information we have, the less capable we are of determining any kind of ‘truth’ about 
a matter – potentially leaving ‘unprepared visitors’ disoriented and fearful.  
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At the extreme, it has been said that the inability to manage and evaluate information 
results in a reduced ability to deal with reality. Wurman (2001) gives the example of 
the news: the more snapshots and short reports on disparate events we are exposed 
to, the less ability we have to create relationships and chains of significance. Hence, 
the increased amount of information available is of less value because we may be 
unable to piece together a whole ‘story’ from the parts.  
 
Information anxiety may also be a response to issues around the ‘ownership’ of 
information. Many websites and databases offer only a taste of what they have to 
offer for free (a limited trial period, or the headlines of articles). Full coverage of the 
information owned by some sites will be released only to paid subscribers.  The cost 
of computers and the Internet generally is already causing a ‘digital divide’ in the 
world of education, where people from lower socio-economic areas, with less access 
to computers, are unlikely to have the future employment potential of their more well-
off peers (see for example Ba 2001). This also applies to nonprofit organisations, 
whose sustainability and fundraising potential can be affected by the ability to ‘keep 
up’ with sector trends; knowledge which is now substantially maintained by access to 
electronic information.      
 
The feeling of being excluded from, or overwhelmed by, technological advance is 
exacerbated by the pressure of the assumption that we should be able to keep up. 
For nonprofits, workplace efficiency, competitive fundraising and maintenance of 
professional staff rely on awareness of current movements in the sector.  Shredroff 
(in Wurman 2001) points out the power-plays involved in this situation. If you, as an 
individual or organisation, do not know something that someone else considers to be 
important, you can be rendered powerless. Shredroff says that we collectively 
perceive of a vast amount of things as ‘important’ to know – yet the average person 
rarely manages to accumulate knowledge of all of this. Therefore, many people are 
left continually feeling somewhat inept or incapable, or under extreme pressure to 
continue accessing more and more information.   
 
Hurst (in Wurman 2001, p.6) suggests a strategy for overcoming this feeling of 
inadequacy: ‘bit literacy’. Playing on the notion of the bit as the smallest unit of 
electronic information, the most important part of ‘bit literacy’ is realising that you do 
not need all of that information. ‘Letting the bits go’ involves such things as removing 
oneself from mailing lists that are not of vital interest and deleting files that are no 
longer necessary, rather than accumulating extraneous ‘bits’. Hurst, ironically, says 
that this must become our ‘default’ behaviour if we are to avoid information overload; 
adding that the accumulation of ‘bits’ is a sign of being more generally overworked. 
Wurman (2001) says that ‘information’ must lead to some level of understanding; all 
other material involved in the ‘overload’ may be better characterised as mere 
disposable ‘data’. ‘Bit literacy’ then is also about determining which pieces of data are 
actual, credible, useful pieces of information. In order to determine which ‘bits’ to 
avoid or delete, we must improve our ability to determine the value of the information.  
Additionally, information literacy can aid in producing documents that are designed to 
ensure that the ‘bits’ we wish to communicate are not deleted unread. Peaceful co-
existence with the ‘bits’ requires training to prevent the information seeker from 
feeling ‘like a thirsty person who has been condemned to use a thimble to drink from 
a fire hydrant’ (Wurman 2001, p. 15). 
 
America’s National Forum on Information Literacy website (2003) says that “…no 
other change in American society has offered greater challenges than the emergence 
of the Information Age”. This can be equally applied to other countries, including 
Australia, as management of information is now coming to impact upon many 
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aspects of our personal health and well being, and our professional productivity, 
communication and interactions with the world.  
 
What are the information needs of nonprofit professionals? 
 
Henczel (2000) says that there is no generic model for developing a knowledge 
management strategy as every organisation is different. This is particularly so of 
nonprofits. The biggest complication in terms of the information needs of a nonprofit 
is the multi-disciplinary nature of their endeavours. Nonprofit organisations are run 
according to the rules of business, but with significant humanitarian, social service, 
artistic or other missions: every nonprofit has different goals and approaches to 
operation. Nonprofit researchers might seek information about board leadership and 
development, ethics, government contracts, fundraising or recruitment in order to 
deal with governance issues.  Simultaneously, they might need advice on health 
issues, world poverty, street kids, education or the arts world, in order to develop 
their mission.  One information management system will never be applicable to every 
nonprofit organisation.  
 
At present, information is managed, both within and outside the third sector, by a 
number of ‘information gatekeepers’, who hold the keys that allow information 
seekers to access exactly what they want. Some obvious examples are librarians, 
information professionals and IT departments. Search engines and ‘virtual library’ 
websites can be viewed as electronic gatekeepers. In addition to offering pathways to 
information access, gatekeepers can provide information literacy training and 
management suggestions; functions that are in ongoing demand even as ‘lay people’ 
improve their IT skills, due to the dynamic nature of technological development.  A 
first step in ‘bit literacy’, then, is to build a solid relationship with the gatekeepers. 
 
Who holds the keys?   
 
A variety of information sources are in place for research by and about nonprofits. 
Firstly, some significant publications such as The Nonprofit Manager’s Resource 
Directory (Landskroner 2002) collate names of organisations, publications and 
websites, offering researchers useful starting points for further enquiry. From there, a 
first port of call for many is the collection of small libraries (often ad hoc, ‘trust’ based 
arrangements – in that there is no formal checking in or out of resources) that can be 
found in nonprofit organisations or related associations. These libraries include 
pockets of resources collected by project teams, and are often not formally 
catalogued, though difficult to access gems are likely to be housed there. Some 
organisations, like the Brotherhood of St Laurance (2003), Philanthropy Australia 
(2003) and the Centre of Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies (2003) make these 
libraries and their research librarians available to researchers and (conditionally) the 
public. Their websites allow them to offer these services beyond their immediate 
communities; a valuable information starting place for nonprofit researchers.  Those 
organisations with links to government departments, peak bodies or universities will 
also have access to larger libraries, which regularly expand and refresh their 
available resources.  Local libraries are less likely to hold theoretical work, or 
government reports, but do offer the benefit of cheap or free internet access that 
might permit wider searches.  These traditional sources of information seeking offer a 
site of mediation: a book recommended by a librarian may be more credible than one 
advertised on Amazon.com. Furthermore, a knowledgeable librarian’s 
recommendation saves hours of fruitless searching.  Face to face interaction with 
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gatekeepers, however, has been largely overwhelmed by the technological 
revolution.  Many professional researchers no longer leave their desks to seek 
information, finding an increasing number of books, journals and reports available for 
downloading online. Finding these, however, is not always straightforward and novice 
researchers can easily be overwhelmed by the process of searching databases and 
the Internet.  
 
As for many industries, the Internet is saturated with nonprofit websites. A number of 
these offer free downloadable reports or journal articles for public use. Sonnenwald 
(1991, p. 187), though, points out that the ‘information horizon’ is often seen by users 
as ‘densely populated’: the available sources of information may be confusing, 
difficult to access and/or contradictory. Hence, in addition to organisation-specific 
pages, a large number of information brokerage sites for nonprofit information have 
been established. Some examples are CharityNet (2003), Idealist (2003) and the 
Milano Nonprofit Managers Knowledge Hub (2003). Each of these sites attempts to 
filter useful information through to interested parties by use of subheadings and links. 
Such sites offer thousands of journal articles, news pieces and links to other sites: 
the Nonprofit Law Bibliography (2003), for example, offers over 7,000 citations. While 
these ‘virtual library’ style sites are useful, there are also an increasing number of 
them, again with varying levels of credibility. The Centre of Philanthropy and 
Nonprofit Studies website lists over 100 links to other nonprofit information brokers, 
which will each contain its own series of links and database suggestions. Another 
form of ‘broker’, multidisciplinary journal databases allow researchers to use ‘key 
word’ searches to locate journal articles. These are similarly dense; a popular 
example, Ingenta, claims to contain 14,793,433 articles.  
 
Access to information in this environment relies on spending lengthy amounts of time 
searching and evaluating material.  Furthermore, it assumes that the searcher has a 
reasonable computer literacy and understanding of efficient search terms and other 
research approaches. Boolean searching – the practice common to many databases 
and search engines of entering ‘terms’ and ‘phrases’ in a particular order to begin a 
search – can be extremely complicated and can have a significant impact on the 
quality of information retrieved. Debowski (2001, p. 371) says that the difficulty of 
many electronic sources is that they ‘implicitly assume that the searcher will be able 
to successfully retrieve good quality information in an efficient fashion with minimal or 
no professional intervention.’ Nonprofit staff do not necessarily have such abilities. 
They may be experienced professionals, but may also be enthusiastic volunteers 
who will train on the job. In terms of both cost and training, smaller, marginal or 
regional organisations could suffer considerable difficulties from an inability to access 
information in these ways.  
 
Methods for locating information about the nonprofit world, particularly for those new 
to it, or outside it, are also complicated by the changing moniker of the sector.  There 
are various ideological reasons for the preferences of ‘nonprofit’, ‘not-for-profit’, 
‘voluntary sector’, ‘third sector’ and so on, but, importantly, they complicate Boolean 
searches. A search for ‘not-for-profit organisations’, for example, would reveal only a 
fraction of the available information on the subject. The hiring or otherwise accessing 
of an information professional with knowledge to create more inclusive search terms, 
or at least train staff in this area, might save a considerable amount of time and 
effort. A study of law firms by Kuhlthau and Tama (2001) showed that bigger 
organisations research and manage information by employing information mediators 
like research assistants, paralegals, trained volunteers, or other external consultants.  
 
An issue here, however is the for profit/nonprofit wage disparity which has 
implications for technology in the nonprofit sector. IT professionals can demand 
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premium wages, making it difficult for nonprofit organisations to attract and retain IT 
workers with advanced skills.  What's more, while Onyx and Maclean (1996) suggest 
that career development is a major reason for employees to choose the nonprofit 
sector, nonprofits may be less likely to offer IT training to employees due to budget 
constraints (Saidel and Cour, 2003).  Some corporations are entering into corporate 
citizenship arrangements to provide IT support for nonprofits; these relationships 
could be one useful way to overcome this difficulty.    
 
There are other information ‘costs’ that affect nonprofit research. With the exception 
of dedicated research-based nonprofits, many organisations would not be able to 
spend money on database licences. Subscriptions to journal databases, for example, 
can often run into thousands of dollars a year.  Hence, the sector continues to rely on 
public sources (like local libraries) to facilitate research.  Similarly, information access 
is restricted for members of the public seeking information about nonprofits, who are 
unlikely to individually subscribe to research databases. For these reasons, 
nonprofits need to make their own websites as clear, comprehensive and accessible 
as possible: these will be the least expensive and specialised form of electronic 
information publicly available. Sites can limit the digital divide by offering alternative 
information formats for downloading, such as Zip files or Text-Only options that take 
up less space and are cheaper to download and print.  Nonprofits should also make 
sure that their websites are included on major search engines and virtual library 
websites if they are to reach the maximum number of inquirers.  
 
The nonprofit world has long housed a significant non-technological information 
source: its networks.  In addition to staff, the many volunteers, industry or 
government partners, and people whose lives inspire the mission of the organisation 
create a strong set of links for word of mouth advice about the sector.  Social 
networks generally ‘play an important role in providing information’ (Sonnenwald, 
1991, p. 182), helping seekers to shape appropriate research questions and access 
available resources.  However, even this aspect of the nonprofit community now 
extends to, and in many cases is created or facilitated by, websites.  In addition to 
organisation sites and virtual libraries, a number of membership and advocacy 
organisations for nonprofit staff are also promoted and organised via the web.  
Membership, in some cases, offers seekers entry to difficult to access resource 
collections. Examples can be seen on the website of Philanthropy Australia (2003) 
and the Council on Foundations (2003), which hide some sections of their websites 
from non-members. The aim of memberships (apart from raising revenue) is to 
facilitate communication between people or organisations with similar concerns. 
Membership organisations sometimes also offer assistance with legal matters and 
other advocacy matters – reducing the need for hiring external consultants (see for 
example, Clubs Qld (2003) and the Queensland Writers Centre (2003)).  
 
Like other information sources, however, these privileges too come at a price. The 
costs of membership to some of these networks could be prohibitive to organisations, 
and certainly to individuals, once again potentially leaving those most in need of 
assistance ‘in the dark’. Membership of Philanthropy Australia, for example, costs 
between $550 and $1100 a year, and current awareness may require membership of 
several associations. Again, a disparity can be created between those who 
can/cannot access these important gatekeepers. The resultant lack of bit literacy will 
lead either to the overwhelming pressure to accumulate information or the 
experience of exclusion from networks and the accompanying power differentials that 
brings. For researchers outside the sector (‘the public’), exclusion from these 
networks increases the likelihood of becoming misinformed about the practices of 
nonprofit organisations.  
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Implications for governance, accountability and public relations  
 
Kraemer and Dedrick (1997, p.100) state that ‘access to information can change the 
location and nature of decision making, entire job classifications disappear while new 
ones are created, layers of management are eliminated, organizational politics take 
on new dimensions, and jobs can become more or less satisfying to workers’.  There 
are some additional specifications that add to these dimensional changes in terms of 
the nonprofit sector.  For example, it has been suggested that the more 
participative/collegial environment of nonprofits may minimize the power differentials 
among employees sometimes associated with the introduction/expansion of IT in 
work units. So, nonprofits may be in a position to offer leadership in terms of 
information literacy workplace implementation and practice.  
 
Saidel and Cour (2003) also suggest that, at management level, there is some 
indication that managers who have migrated from the for-profit world are used to 
having stronger administrative support than they get in nonprofits, therefore making it 
difficult for some to access/use technology.  Thus, there is potential benefit to all 
levels of the team from the introduction of information management tools, creating 
greater workplace equality. The high proportion of women employees and volunteers 
in the nonprofit sector, too, means a likelihood of women holding a greater number of 
nonclerical IT jobs in an organisation than in the for-profit sector (Saidel and Cour 
2003).  Additionally, in terms of personnel risk management, IT training can improve 
the mental health and wellbeing of staff members, through feelings of progress and 
positive reinforcement of their skill set. Training opportunities can also attract 
volunteers.  
 
In terms of accountability, Saidel and Cour (2003) surveyed nonprofits who 
suggested that it was government accountability requirements that forced them to 
upgrade their IT capabilities.  Nonprofit-government linkages and funding 
arrangements require nonprofits to have compatible systems to facilitate their 
communications, reporting and completion of online/electronic ‘paperwork’. An 
organisation cannot afford to be running old software or incompatible systems if it is 
regularly communicating with a technologically advanced government office. Though 
an issue of contention, this process may improve the accounting processes of some 
organisations.  Many organisations are also choosing to display their annual reports 
on their websites, opening up public access to the workings of the organisation and 
answering the demand for greater accountability. Increased transparency since the 
Internet also puts nonprofits in a position to offer examples of best practice to 
managers of other nonprofit organisations who might browse their web pages.   
 
In this way, becoming more proficient at information management helps 
organisations to maximise the potential of the Internet for developing community and 
marketing their mission, while themselves becoming better informed and resisting 
information anxiety through increased information literacy.   
  
Conclusion 
 
All nonprofits have slightly different agendas, priorities and funding, making it difficult 
to design an information management system that is suitable for all. Nonprofits 
continue to rely on social networks, membership associations and the small libraries 
of related organisations, along with, assumedly, local public or university libraries.  
However, electronic information services are becoming crucial to the efficient running 
of a nonprofit organisation.  Mishandling of information, seeking that ‘needle in a 
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haystack’, or attempting to learn all there is to learn about a topic can cause serious 
feelings of anxiety: a problem that is becoming widespread through all sectors as we 
move into the technological age.  It is thus important that nonprofits put information 
management on the agenda for discussion, and view it as impacting significantly 
upon all aspects of governance.    
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